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From the Editor

As promised, this issue is devoted to Ellul’s critique of our mass
media society. My thanks to our guest editor, Clifford Christians, for
putting this issue together. I will let Cliff brief you on the contents.

Darrell J. Fasching Editor

In This Issue

Forum: Jacques Ellul on
Communications Technology

About This Issue
by Clifford Christians, Guest Editor

English-speaking students of mass communications first noticed
Ellulwhen Propagandes was translated in 1965. Propaganda studies
following World War II had centered on overt, political manipula-
tion with Hitler’s Goebbels the archetypal case. Ellul helped us
come to grips with the subtle, covert and devastating ways in which
media technologies reorient our values around efficiency. Commu-
nication scholars interested in theology have welcomed Ellul’s other
books and essays in this area.

Ellul’s contributions to symbolic theory are the least well known
and they are outlined in this issue by J. Wesley Baker. Darrell
Fasching examines one of Ellul’s most disturbing claims -~ that the
visual media short-circuit our critical capacities. I review Ellul’s
hard-hitting Humiliation of the Word in the light of recent theoretical
work on the nature of communication systems. And, as typical with
The Ellul Studies Forum, representative books covering the same
territory are introduced as a way of encouraging dialogue with
similar and contradictory viewpoints. Two recent dissertations ap-
plying Ellul to communications are introduced, in the hope that
other dissertations on Ellul will be abstracted in future issues of the
Forum.

Communications is not a discipline per se, but a region of
common intellectual concerns where many disciplines cross. Given
Ellul’s own breadth and interdisciplinary interests, he has been fully
at home when dealing with problems in communications. And
because the mass media are such a dominant social institution today,
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Ethics After Auschwitz and Hiroshima

The first book of a two volume project on narrative ethics after
Auschwitzand Hiroshima by Darrell Fasching hasjust been released
by Fortress Press under the title Narrative Theology After Auschwitz:
From Alienation to Ethics (1992). The second book will be published
next summer (1993) by SUNY Press under the title: The Ethical
Challenge of Auschwitz and Hiroshima: Apocalypse or Utopia? The
following is taken from the prologue of the first book:

These twovolumes are intended to be an experiment in theology
of culture as an approach to comparative religious ethics. This first
volume, Narrative Theology After Auschwitz, from the perspective of
a narrative ethic approach, attempts to restructure the Christian
narrative tradition, in the light of Auschwitz, through a dialogue with
that strand of post-Holocaust Jewish theology and ethics which
draws upon the Jewish narrative tradition of chutzpah. This volume
culminates in an ethic of personal and professional responsibility
proposed as a strategy for constraining the human capacity for the
demonic. This takes the form of an ethic of audacity (chutzpah) on
behalf of the stranger. -

In the next volume, The Ethical Challenge of Auschwitz and
Hiroshima: Apocalypse or Utopia?, 1 continue the narrative ethics
~ approach but extend the ethical focus of the discussion to encompass
religion, technology and public policy in a cross-cultural perspective.
There I suggest that the dominant myth or narrative of our modern
global technological civilization is the Janus-faced myth of "Apoca-
Iypse or Utopia." This mythic narrative tends to render us ethically
impotent, for, mesmerized by the power of technology, we become
trapped in the manic-depressive rhythms of a sacral awe - ie, of
fascination and dread. When we are caught up in the utopian
euphoria created by the marvelous promises of technology we do
not wish to change anything. And when, in our darker moments, we
fear that this same technology is out of control and leading us to our
own apocalyptic self-destruction, we feel overwhelmed and unable
to do anything. The paradox is that the very strength of our literal
. utopian euphoria sends us careening toward some literal apocalyptic
*final solution." ,

* In the second volume I argue that the narrative theme of the
demonic which dominated Auschwitz - "killing in order to heal" -
has become globalized and incorporated into the Janus-faced tech-
nological mythos which emerged out of Hiroshima. It is this mythic
narrative which underlies and structures much of public policy in cur
nuclear age. Finally, in response, I endeavor to extend the Jewish-
Christian dialogue of the first volume to include Buddhism, in order
to suggest a cross-cultural coalition for an ethic of human dignity,
human rights and human liberation in response to this technological
globalization of the demonic. At the heart of my position in these
two volumes is the conviction that the kairos of our time is one which
calls forth the badly neglected ethic of “welcoming the stranger”
which underlies the biblical tradition, and analogously "welcoming
the outcast” which underlies the Buddhist tradition. It is this care for
the stranger and the outcast, I shall argue, which provides the critical
porm for an ethic of human dignity, human rights and human
liberation. :

1t is in the second volume that I construct a theory of theology
of culture as comparative religious ethics. However, the theory I
develop there and the conclusions I arrive at, concerning a cross-cul-
tural pluralistic ethic of human rights in response to Auschwitz and
Hiroshima, would be impossible for me without having first come to

grips with Auschwitz as a singular event for Western religion, culture
and ethics. Each book is written as an argument which is intended
to stand on its own. At the same time, however, the full scope of what
1 am proposing can only be grasped by reading both. My immediate
goal in this volume is to span the abyss between Jews and Christians
in a suggested coalition against the unprecedented power of the
demonic which has erupted in this century. My ultimate goal, in the
next volume, is to expand this coalition so as to bridge not only the
abyss between religions, East and West, but also between religious
and secular ethics.

~ Thetotal project, then, is about religion, ethics and public policy
after Auschwitz and Hiroshima. It is about: (a) rethinking the mean-
ing of civilization and public order in an emerging pluralistic world
civilization as we approach the end of a millennium — the year 2000
C.E; (b) the need of a cross-cultural ethic in a world racked by
ethical relativism and ideological conflict and; (c) the mythologies of
the sacred and the secular in a technological civilization and the
appropriate role for religion in the shaping of public values in a
"secular” world.

The perspective from which these books are written is that of
theology. However, it is not "Christian” theology although it is as-
suredly theology written by a Christian. It is not "confessional theol-
ogy" but theology understood as an academic discipline within the
humanities, whose purpose is the illumination of the human experi-
ence (individual and communal) of transcendence as self-transcen-
dence. Needless to say, the same subject matter would be treated
differently had this project been written by a Buddhist or some other
more "secular” a-theist, or by a Hindu, Jew or Muslim rather than a
Christian. And yet I intend it to be a theology which has something
to say not only to Christians but also to Jews and Buddhists and
others without being either a Jewish or Buddhist theology, etc. And
I meanit tobe a theology relevant to "secular” or humanistic a-theists
aswell....

The first volume, I hope, suggests the possibility of a common
coalition between Jews and Christians against any future eruptions
of the demonic. In the next volume I attempt to extend this coalition,
suggesting a cross-cultural ethic of human dignity, human rights and
human liberation through the synergy of the diverse narrative tradi-
tions (East and West, religious and sccular) of hospitality, whose
common theme is welcoming the stranger. Contrary to the usual
critique of human rights (launched by narrative ethicists) as an
attempt to impose a single universal "storyless" ethic on the whole
human race, I argue that an ethic of human dignity and human rights
requires just the opposite, namely, a pluralistic coalition of the
narrative traditions of holy communities which only need to share
one thing in common - audacity in defense of the stranger.



Ellul On The Need For Symbolism

by J. Wesley Baker
Cedarville College

The more I have studied Ellul's writings, the more impressed I
have become with the central role "communication” plays in his
thought. Since my field of study is communication technologies, I
initially was drawn to Ellul because of his insistence that the techno-
logical system (la technique) is dominating our era. There was, as
well, an initial attraction because of the number of examples he
draws from the media. But I have come to see that Ellul’s concern
with communication is at a far more important level: We can hope
for the survival of what is human only if we engage in the creation of
symbols which allow us to retain mastery in a technological environ-
ment. The purpose of this essay is to outline for Ellul scholars the
central place our need to symbolize plays in Ellul’s thought.

Ellul's Terminology

In his writings about communication, Ellul makes a point of
insisting he does not take a specialist’s viewpoint on the topic.
Temple says that while this "outsider’s" orientation contributes to an
imprecisionin his terminology, its strength isin providing a "common
sense" approach.

Perhaps he is not always fair to leaders in the linguistic sciences,

but (as in all his other books) he is neither a philosopher nor a

literary critic. He writes as social commentator (and as an "ordi-

pary" layman) observing the effects of changes in the role of
language and also as a voice for common sense on behalf of all of

us who feel that somehow the substance of Ianqxage has been

replaced by a trick with smoke and mirror images.

It is this orientation which leads Ellul to argue: "Defining lan-
guage by talking about codes, signifiers, the syntagma, semiotics, and
semiology does not solve the problem" of language we face today.
Always we must come back to simple_facts, common sense, and
commonplaces as our starting point."“ He is concerned that an
approach to language which is too "scientific” can rob it of its
symbolic function. ,

Human language cannot be reduced strictly to a transmission of

information. Communication/information theory is extremely im-

poverished for it reduces language to a reality, doubtless scientifi-

cally knowable, but one that excludes the principal aspect of the
phenomenon. The symbolization of society is effected through
language and, since the beginning, this process has considered the
social relationship as not merely the immediate contact of human
being to human being, but as a mediated relationship. This medi-
ation creates a symbolic space for the obligatory interpretation of
relationships. It provides a"windbreak" between man and man and
causes brutality to be excluded so that coexistence becomes possi-

ble. Man cannot subsist on mere physical contag alone; he must

symbolize it and situate it in a symbolic universe.

“The risk comes from our ability to "separate the code from the
language, the information from the spoken words, or reduce infor-
mation to bytes."" This technical approach to language leads to a
reductionism which eliminates "from human language everything
that goes beyond visual information, everything that is inacoessible
to the code. The result would be not just an amputation, which is

.to his success."

the traditional reductionist method of all the sciences, but a surgical
excision of language’s very heart™ Asa result, Ellul is opposed to
any approach which limits language’s "breadth of meaning, ambigu-
ity, and variation in interpretation.® Most importantly for Eliul, the
uncertainty inherent in our symbols provides us with individual
freedom as we seek for truth and coherence.

Symbolization as a Baslc Human Need

Ellul calls human symbol-making "one of the most basic func-
tions of life."' He believes that our creation in the image of the
God-who-speaks is at the base of our symbolizing and thus serves as
animportant part of what distinguishes us from the rest of creation.
It is, he says, "the specific characteristic of Homo sapiens . .. ." But,
besides deﬁning man, this symbol-making function is also "the key

The "success” to which Ellul refers is humankind’s
ability to survive in its milieu or environment by gaining mastery over
it through symbolization.

Ellul finks milieu and symbolization quite closely, noting that
"symbolization is always effected in relation to the environment in
which man lives, and as a function of the environment."!! Eilul
points out that it is only within "the environment [that] we have
occasion to exercise one of the most basic functions of life, that is,
symbolism. The environment gives us the chance. to create symbois,
and here are riches that spur us to dcvelopnn:ut."12 It is through this
process of a sense-making ordering of the world that "man [is able]
to engage himself in a certain mastery of nature.”

Mastery over our environment is made possible by this symbolic
function as it provides humans "domination through distance and
differentiation.” 4On the first point, domination through distance,
Ellul argues that, "for there to be symbolization at all, the symbol-
creator must be outside what he is symbolizing; there must be some
distance between the symbolizer and the symbolized."ls On the
second, domination through differentiation, distinctions for Ellul
result from our designation of names, because the "word is creator
in that it names things, thus specifying them by differentiating
them."'® This gives us mastery over what we name as we attach
importance, meaning, and place to it. "To name someone O some-
thing," he says, "is to show one’s superiority over him or it"17 Asan
example, Ellul refers to the Genesis account, where "Adam is con-
firmed as the head of creation when God brings all the animals to
him so that he can give each one a name (Gen. 2: 19)."18 Thus, being
comes through naming.

The Genesis passage that establishes creation on the basis of
separation contains the germ of the most modern ideas about
language: it tells us that difference both establishes the word and
proceeds from it. The word bestows being on each reality, attrib-
uting truth to it; it gives dynamism to reality and prescribes a fixed
trajectory fgr it. In this way the word disentangles confusion and
nonbeing.

Our name-making is driven by our need for coherence. The
creative process allows us to order our environment through sym-



bols. "From the moment man proceeds to the denomination of
things,” Ellul writes, "he has made them enter his universe and they
belong to a coherent ensemble. They belong to man by virtue of the
name he has bestowed on them. He has not only put his mark on
things, he has also made then [sic] exist."™" This transformation
comes as one symbolizes, making "his natural, objective realig into
a special universe that he constitutes from within himself," land
resulting in the "creation of a universe different from the one in
which he is situated, but fully a part of his real mileau."

The whole process of symbol-making is interpretive, making
signs "enter into a coherent explanatory ensemble (gyen if only
fictively explanatory) of which man stands as master."™ Ellul says
the coherence is gained as one selects which elements to feature or
mask, in the same way as an artist interprets reality.

{Symbolization] is not like a photographic reproduction, which

would serve no function: the painter makes choices of which char-

acteristics of reality to retain, highlighting some and making them
carriers of meaning, while others he marks for obliteration, pushing

them into the shadows or making them disappear altogether. . . .

There is a transformation into a new universe, which renders

explicit and in terms of relatiﬂlship, that which is implicit and

without apparent relationship.

Ellul places supreme importance on this interpretive process
which provides structure for our world because it is through "the
symbolic transformation of reality" that one "creates the possibility
of acquiring a non-material gras&on reality, without which he would
be completely unprovided for." .

Since the creation of symbols is rooted in the environment or

milieu in which we find ourselves, problems arise during a time of |

transition. As we have moved into the environment of la technigue,
our use of symbols has become outdated. "[S]ince thinking is slow
to move and verbal forms are always a step behind reality, the older
environment serves as an ideolo%wl reference for those who have
been plunged into the new one.™ Importantly for Ellul, as we live
during a time of transition, this tendency toward anachronistic sym-
bolization leads to "enormous errors of judgment” which resuit in a
failure to identify properly the challenge of la technique.

Self-Symbolization of la technique

Aswe attempt to make sense of our new technological environ-
ment, Ellul argues that la technique itself provides coherence
through its self- symbolization.“> Ellul contends that "technology is
itself productive of symbols and becomes by itself its own symbol. ...
. Technology is not only an environment, nor merely an ensemble
of means and instruments; it is itself a symbolic universe. It furnishes
itself with its own symbols."2> As a result, "[nJow it is technology
which has taken over and which produces for man the coherent
symbols that are attributable to the technological universe.

Through the images produced by la technique some of our needs
seem to be met. But Ellul argues that we have experienced "a
complete inversion of the scale of ne:eds."31 As a result, the needs
which are met are "artificial needs, which are unimportant, not in the
least essential to man, but which become irrepressible, exigen
imperious, the only ones to be taken seriously in the long run.... ..

Images help us make up for the loss of the natural environment,
a loss to which we have never quite reconciled ourselves. Without
contact with the reality of the natural environment "we develop an
extremely deep need for another reality.” This need is met though
*[t]he image is mirage [which] reconciles contradictions, makes ab-
sent nature present and real again . . . . Images counterbalance all
the abstractions. And they restore to us at last a reality in which we
can live: the reality of the world of images.™ But this "world
imagined by the media" is a "perfectly artificial world, recomposed

by the images and sounds of these media. Consequently,” Ellul says,
"there is no place for symbolization to occur.”

The end result is that we cannot gain mastery over our techno-
logical environment because the only experience we accept as "real”
is itself the result of la technique’s self-symbolization. "[T]he images
of a technical society only seem to be symbolizing by reflecting a
reality that is itself only a reflection.” Thus, instead of providing
distance and differentation, this self-symbolization "has the effect of
integrating, adapting, and assimilating man to technique.” S This
integration is encouraged by our distraction from the reality of the
system. "Images are essential if 1 am to avoid seeing the day-to-day
reality I live in. They glitter continuously around me, allowing me to
live in a sort of image-oriented fantasy.™" Ellul draws a distinction
between images as "a substitute reality” and the word, which "obliges
me to consider reality from the point of view of truth.” He writes,
"Artificial images, passing themselves off for truth, obliterate and
erase the reality of my life and my society. :

The Need for New Symbols

Living in an environment of artificial images results in the elim-
ination of meaning: "Language becomes, in effect, a system of signs
which answer to certain archetypes, to certain uses and to certain
habits, but the symbolic dimension of language is destmvyed.”a'8 The
"reality” of the poetic, mythic and metaphysical falls before the
"reality” of the empirical. What can be "seen” by the soul is replaced
by what can be seen with the eyes. The word becomes humiliated
by the image. Symbol becomes sign. Language "becomes no more
than a sort of organized noise," so that "a whole part of man’s
symbolic activity is rendered impossible. Among other things, he is
capable neither of true consciousness nor of recognition.

Part of the problem is that the Enlightenment’s elimination of
the metaphysical makes it difficult for people in modern saciety to
create a "symbolic universe,” that is, a superordinate sense-making
of our environment which is based on the ultimate. Instead, we are
limited to that which can be handled "scientifically.” When it comes
to language, the resuit has been the study of signs apart from
meaning; ". . . the mentality of scientism has pounced upon lan-
guage,” Eliul complains, "and has involved us in reducing the word
to the state of an object: a scientific object."” The tangible, what
can be seen, becomes what is "real."”

I cannot observe the signified, nor the relationship of the signifier
with the signified. These are "philosophical” problems. On the
contrary, I can observe the emission of a phrase, its circulation,
deformation, and audition. Ican even make nice diagrams of this
process. This shows in the first place that this attitude follows the
traditional "scientific” tendency: only what can be obsetved and
analyzed by the classical scientific method is important (or even
exists, in the extreme view). Since only the communication process
involving the signifier can be thus analyzed, it is the only thing that
matters to us. Everything else is a metaphysical argument that
serves only Jf confuse the scientific relationship between subject
and object.

But in excluding meaning as beyond examination (and therefore
unimportant) and in concentrating "exclusively on reality and the
concrete,” we lose the truth which is "to be read between the lines or
heard in the silent moments of discourse.” While the Image limits
us to "[t]ruth verifiable by science,” the word "continually casts doubt
on this claim.

The ultimate bankruptcy of the universe of images is out of sight
for usin the environment of la technique. The system "presents itself
as an environment so coherent and so unitary that it does not scem
to have a point where man can insert anything else."*> It "devalues
all other mediations and man seems to have no need of symbolic
mediation because he has technological mediation."™" As a result,



"[nJow it is teechnology which has taken over and which produces for
man the coherent symbols that are attributable to the technological
universe.

The problem with this new reality is that its dependence on
images produces the "tendency toward the disappearance of the
symbolic function.""" Given the unity of the system, "man seems to
have no need of symbolic mediation because he has technological
mediation. It even appears to man that technology is more effica-
cious and permits him a greater domination over what threatens him
and a moreg certain protection against danger than does the symbolic
process. “7 Our ability to create symbols has been sterilized by the
ease with which we can "consume" the system’s images. "Just as
vaccines have progressively reduced the capacity of the organism to
create spontancously natural immunities, so in the same way, man
no longer creates symbols because too many are offered him at too
simple a level of consumption.”  But these images "have not elab-
orated a significant and meaningful symbolic universe. w9 They have

"ceased to assure us of permanence; ceased to call forth a deepened
consciousness and thus cannot be creators of history."5 0 They ulti-
mately fail because they cannot meet our need for a "deep” coher-
ence.

Provided with a technological mediation which is so efficient and
so complete that it becomes embraced to the exclusion of all else,
we have lost sight of the human need to create our own symbols if
we are to survive and grow. "Man no longer feels specifically the
need tolaunch himself into the adventure of initial symbolic creation
precisely because he sees himself surrounded by those symbols that
are actually produced by the technological system.™ " The easy
access to the existing symbolic universe of la technique "sterilizes
man’s desire” to create one’s own symbols.

Intervention into the Cycle
The vicious circle which is suggested by Ellul’s analysis reveals to
us the double importance of communication in his thinking: the
seemingly complete mediation of la technigue reduces our perceived
need to create symbols, and without the creation of new symbols with
which we can gain mastery over our new enviroment, no challenge
to the technological mediation is possible. Thus Ellul seeks to
provide an intervention into the cycle through his demonstration of
the emptiness of the needs which are being met by la technique and
the danger resulting from our loss of awareness of our need to
symbolize. Only by breaking this vicious circle are adaptation and
growth possible. "So long as the evolution of the symbolic universe
remains possible, the normal evolution of societg is possible without
crisis and within humanely acceptable bounds." 'I‘herefore, man’s
"only chance to subsist in his human specificity” is "to effect a
symbolization of technology" toward human ends.”" The "univocal”
mediation by technology must be replaced with symbolization which
is "plurivocal, equivocal, unstable in [its] appliwtions5 and also
deeply rooted in a rich and creative unconsciousnm&"5 Ellul be-
lieves that we must "work to create new values, to reach a consensus
on a new meaning, to create new symbols.” If this is done, then it is
possible that technologies can be placed in the role of servant once
again. But "if society is not successful, it surely will disinte; grate In
other words," he says, "it is now a time for invention . $Ttisto
that invention of a new communication which adequately symboluzm
the elements of la technique that Ellul calls us.
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Where Mass Media Abound, The Word Abounds Greater Still

-- Reflections on Robert Cole’s Study of
Children, Movies and Ethics

by Darrell J. Fasching
University of South Florida

Where Mass Media Abound Ethical
Freedom Disappears -- Or Does it?

Jacques Ellul’s analysis of the mass media’s influence, at first
glance, makes it seem as if we are without resources in a mass media

civilization. The media, he suggests, rob us of our individuality and

our capacity for critical thinking. Our thought and action become

stereotypical. Consequently we lose our capacity for ethical reflec-

tion and action. For Ellul, our only hope lies in the power of the word
to free us from our illusions. What I hope to show, with the help of
Robert Coles recent work on the moral life of children, is that where
media images abound, the word abounds greater still. Children, we
usually assume, are less capable of critical thought and analysis and
therefore are even more vulnerable to mass media imagery than
aduits. However, in The Moral Life of Children Coles shows that
while children can indeed mouth the stereotypes of the adult mass
. media world they also show an amazing capacity for independent
ethical reflection. Such reflecton is often provoked by the media
themselves, especially television and film.

As Ellul has pointed out, in a technical civilization we live im-
mersed in a media environment so total and constant that it is
virtually invisible. What is dangerous about this environment is that
media make it possible to address individuals within the masses,
creating the illusion of personal involvement while actually eliminat-
ing their individuality. To the degree that such persons rely on the
media for information they are subjected to oversimplified charac-
terizations of social and political situations. Complex issues are
_ reduced to basic positive and negative options formed around ste-
reotypes. The unique thoughts of the reflective self are replaced with
a media generated collection of fragmentary stereotypical public
opinions. There is no longer a progression from private to public
opinion, says Ellul, "only from one state of public opinion to another
state of that same public opinion.

Television and film, especially, create an environment of images
and illusions that short-circuit our ability to sustain critical distance.
Rather than stimulating critical reflecton, visual images bring

thought to a halt. "A picture is worth a thousand words." The facts

speak for themselves. Knowing becomes equated with "taking a
look." All further reflection becomes unnecessary. The power of the
news telecast is in giving us a feeling of presence, of immediateness,
sowe can see for ourselves. "Seeing is believing.” One sees the facts,
and having seen them, the issue is resolved. However, while seeing
gives one the illusion of objectivity, it in fact totally abolishes the
distance necessary for critical objective thought.

All of this brings about a fundamental mutation in our thought
processes. Rational reflection is replaced by associative thinking.
Films, photos, even words are used to evoke stereotypical feelings
and reactions. The institutional infrastructure of society, says Elul,
is a "reality” legitimated by a superstructure or "sacred canopy” of
images. The power of images, mediated through film and televsion,
is such that we are removed from our everyday world of interper-
sonal interaction, where what we do has some effect, and placed

instead in a fictional world which presents itself as "reality.” It is a
non-dialogical world of one way communication which our thoughts
and actions can never touch or influence. The end result of living in
this "reality” is that we are totally immobilized and prevented from
significantly affecting the shape of our social world.

The image integrates us into the illusion of that "reality". By
contrast, the word makes us conscious of our separateness, our
individuality, our freedom. The word inserts the creative tension of
transforming freedom into the closed realm of mass media society.
Although he needs to be challenged on this, Ellul argues that the
very nature of the word elicits reasoning and analysis, freeing one
from mesmerization by the image “The word restores the personal-
izing dimension of time and memory and evokes our capacity for
freedom and revolt. "The word," for Ellul, "must always remain a
door opening to the Wholly Other."> As a result the word "is strictly
contradictory to technique in every way."4 It is through the word,
Eliul suggests, that human sovereignty can be recovered over the
domain of technique. It is not a matter of doing away with images.
No human society can function without images. It is simply a matter
of restoring a balance and with it the possibility of critical reflection.

Ellul’s sociological analysis of the impact of mass media upon
human freedom produces a discouraging perspective. Media seem
to create an environment in which ethical freedom is impossible. The
integration of the image and technique make Ellul very pessimistic
about the possibilities of the word finding a place in the life of the
individual who is immersed in a media environment. Andyet, as Ellul
himself argues, everything depends upon the individual. At the
macro level of social analysis everything may scem determined and
yet at the individual level freedom might yet be possible. Robert
Coleswork with the children of this mass media world in fact suggests
that not only is freedom possible but it abounds. It abounds because
the power of the word abounds in the lives of these children.

The Word Abounds Greater Still
Robert Coles, who received a Pulitzer Prize for his series Chil-
dren of Crisis, began his career by studying the impact of integration

" on black and white children in the South in the sixties. Since then he

has studied the responses of children to crises in a variety of cultures.
Recently this work has culminated in- three important books —~ The
Political Life of Childrerst, The Moral Life of Children and The
Spiritual Life of Children.” In The Moral Life of Children he devotes
a chapter to "Movies and Moral Energy” in which he suggests that
both television and film can sometimes serve as important ethical
resources for children, provoking their capacity for ethical reflection

" in unexpected ways.

In the sixties TV sets were found in the homes of southern
childrenwherever he went. He reports that, annoyed by the common
habit of leaving the TV on even when no one was watching, he once
got up and turned off a TV set in an adjoining room. He did this
because he wanted to conduct, without distraction, his interview with
Ruby, a poor young black girl (age 6) whowas a central figure in the
forced integration of a white school in New Orleans. The mother



immediately got up and turned it back on. Later the child explained
tohim that the movies and serials kept her mama going in hard times.
They apparently served this role for the daughter as well. She was
one of a handful of black children being escorted to school everyday
by federal marshals. Her trips to the movies in the midst of all this
tension and hatred, she said, seemed "providential” (56). "There will
be times, like now, when . . . they [her mother and father] wonder
why God gave all this trouble to the Negro people, and the white
people have a better time. Then my mother will remember some-
thing she’s seen in the movie, and she says you musn’t forget that the
white people aren’t all having such a good time, either” (57).

Movies, whether in the theater or on TV, are composed of more
than just images. They are a balance of word and image. They are a
form of storytelling which offers us opportunities to identify with
others whose lives would otherwise be totally alien to our own. In so
doing, we gain ethical perspective. They offer us, as well, the full
range of human emotions to be explored and put into ethical per-
spective. Thus they provide occasions for ethical conversion and new
life. Once an author completes a story, says Flannery O’Connor, it
takes on a life of its own — "You never know the new life that will
result!" (59). With this thought in mind, Coles reflects on the role
that movies played in preparing people to deal with integration. In
the early sixties black and white families caught up in the integration
controversy were seeing and discussing films like A Raisin in the Sun
(1961) and To Kill a Mockingbird (1962).

Coles was struck by how some children related primarily to the
race issue while others focused on the mother-daughter relationship

in the film Raisin in the Sun. The black mother strikes her daughter

for mocking the mother’s belief in God. One child, an 8 year old
white girl, responded by repeating the stereotypes of much of the
adult world around her: "When the mother slapped her daughter
and told her to believe in God, she was being smart. If you walk away
from God, you’re walking toward a lot of trouble. Maybe the colored
will get into more and more trouble, because everyone is telling them
they’re bad off, and they believe it, and then there’s trouble, like now,
in our schools. If those people in the movie only listened to the
mother, they'd be better off. The trouble was, even the mother
wanted to move [i.e., into a better "white" neighborhood]. If she
really believed in God, wouldn’t she want to say right where she
was?" (63). But Ruby comes to a different conclusion: "The mother
can make her say it [i.e., ‘there is a God’}, but the daughter might
not believe what she says. The mother smacked her daughter on the
face, and our minister says you don’t hurt someone, even if someone
tries to hurt you, not if you believe in God" (62). A third child who
viewed the film, failed to pickup on the mother-daughter conflict at
all and reported the lesson of the movie was: "don’t leave the South”
(64).

No two children experienced the film in exactly the same way.
Each filtered the fitm through the prism of his or her own inner life.
Each took the film as an occasion to test the limits of his or.her own
moral worldview in some way. In the first case, it reinforced the mass
stereotypes of the surrounding society; but in the case of Ruby, a
deep ethical reflection occurred which allowed her to champion the
importance of belief in God being uncoerced. Indeed lack of coer-
cion becomes for her a test of authentic belief in God.

After seeing To Kill a Mockingbird, Ruby was struck by the
paradox that Boo Radley, whom everyone feared as crazy and
potentially dangerous, turns out to be the protector of children.
Ruby confesses: "I wasn’t scared for the man, the negro they all were
wanting to kill. ] knew they’d want to get him, and so did he!.. .. No,
I was scared for the white kids, and I felt sorry for that man next door
[Boo}. ... My grandmassaid it’s people like him who get a bad name,
but they’re good people; and it's the people standing out there in

front of the school, and they’re the ones who are the bad people, but
noone’s calling them crazy. . .. They say they stand for everybody in
the city. That’s what one man tells me in the morning: ‘Hey, you little
nigger, ’ he says,‘’m here for the whole of New Orleans to tell you
off?’ I just walk on, and I think of all the people I know in New
Orleans who aren’t like him. The poor man in the movie [Boo] -- if
he lived in New Orleans he’d sure not be out on the street screaming
at us. As Coles notes, here the fitm became for Ruby a vehicle for
making an ethical distinction between appearance and reality which
she applied to the world of her own persecution. It enabled her to
have faith and go on, confident that at least some white people could

" be counted upon, like Boo, to be secretly on her side.

Far from arriving at a depersonalizing collectivist response,
Ruby transcended black-white stereotypes to find hidden goodness
among those who could have been viewed as all alike in their hatred.
Thus, Coles concludes that "one is left with the mystery that takes
placé between each reader and each text, and each viewer and each
film: the diversity of stimulation that emerges from several charac-
ters embedded in a complex plot, and the considerable latitude of
awareness and moral concern in an audience” (65). Something can
happen between the child and the film that cannot be accounted for
by any psychology, sociology or even theology -- something that
transcends these categories to engage the ethical and spiritual energy
of the child. Perhaps it is something we could call grace or the power
of the word. Drawing on this power, Ruby used the film story to call
into question the stereotypical image of all whites as racist. Ruby
even hoped that movies might be a force for redemption in a world
divided by racial hatred: “T've been thinking,’. . . . ‘If all the [white]
people on the street [who were heckling her mercilessly] saw the
movie they might stop coming out to bother us. .. . Because.. . . the
people in the movies would work on them, and maybe they'd listen.™
(65-66). "It is a mistake ," says Coles, "to regard these children as
mere moral puppets, driven by the workings of some contemporary
sociodrama to hunt down cheap symbols in order to help express
whatever psychological tensions were at work inside their heads. ...
The human mind in the first decade of life can conjure up the
demonic even in the close at hand world of a small and familiar rural
setting and that same mind may be instructed in the error of its way
by life’s events” (75-76).

The ethical imagination of these children draws out of thesc films
what they need in order to refiect on the moral perplexities of their
own lives. "It is not a matter of reflex reaction, a behavioral sequence
of sociological and psychological stimuli finding their mark. Rather,
those behavioral stimuli are, not infrequently, ignored, or absorbed
in some broader moral visions of things that even small children
seem unselfconsciously able to construct for themseives” (77). Al-
though we are all supposedly "turned to putty" by the power of the
media, says Coles, still "we have it within our power, young or old, to
attend selectively, to summon a sense of proportion, to call upon
humor and common sense, to assume a varying or even quite
insistent critical distance from the subject under scrutiny in the film,
and later, in a given mind’s life" (77). As a 14 year old boy comments
on traditional "cowboy and Indian" films: "I don’t try to remember
my American History . . . while I see the cowboys going after the
Indians. But I don’t forget my history, either. . . . People don’t give
you credit a lot of the time for having your head screwed onstraight!”
(78-79). This young boy from Albuquerque was in fact angered by
the mistreatment the Indians had received and continued to receive
at the hands of Anglos.

Far from automatically destroying our ethical freedom, films can
be the occasions which provoke ethical reflection and heighten
ethical sensibilities. Around the world, Coles, argues, "movies stir
up” the ethical imagination. " have found among rich children, poor



children, black children, white children, American children, children
of Ireland or England or Brazil or South Africa, that all are intrigued
by the mixture of release from the earth and the persistence of our
earthly capacities for decency and for malice, for good deeds and bad
deeds. The combination is irresistible. I could fill hundreds of pages
of print with transcriptions of what I've heard children say about
these films" (84). Movies can enable us to see ourselves through the
eyes of others because they can seduce us into seeing the world as
others see it, for both good and evil. These stories on film speak to
us because we are all "wayfarers, wanderers, alarmed castaways, Or
transients who find ourselves here on earth, and trying to figure out
the moral significance of that realization” (90). Mavies can help us
gain an ethical perspective on our situation. As Ruby put it: " I went
to that movie and afterward I kept thinking of it, thinking and
thinking, and the next day it made me wonder what I should do, and
would I be doing right or wrong" (92). 6Such ethical reflections are
possible because our humanity resides in our inalienable capacity for
language. As sign language testifies, not even the deaf and dumb can
be robbed of their humanity. In their every gesture the word be-
comes flesh. Nothing can separate our humanness from this capacity
for the word. Put theologically, no child of God is ever abandoned
by the Word, for all things are created, held together and fulfilled
through the Word in which we live, move and have our being. In a
world of apparent necessity where the media abound, the gracious
gift of the Word abounds greater still, making all things possible and
all things new. ’

NOTES
1. Propaganda, (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1972), p. 204.

2. Ellul exaggerates this link between word and reason. Ellul prefers the oral
word over the written word, which is why he prefers Socrates over Plato
and Aristotle. But a good deal of research on orality and writing would
seem to call Ellul's claim here into question. Myth, as an imaginal
language, is primarily an oral language. It is only with writing that
critical rational reflection really became possible. Walter Ong persua-
sively argues that it is not the spoken word which promotes reason and
anlaysis but the written word. See Orality and Literacy: The Technolo-
gizing of the Word, (London and New York: Methuen, 1982), especially
chapters 3 and 4. T suspect that it is really the dialectical balance of
movement back and forth between the written and the oral word that
makes possible the Socratic critical reflection which Ellul so much
admires. Although Socrates may not have left us any writings (apart
from Plato), it is doubtful that he could have engaged in his critical
dialogues in a totally oral culture. Hence the critical distance Ellul
advocates as an antidote to mesmerization by media images can only
occur through this kind of dialectical balance, which is exemplified in
Ellul’s own life as a teacher and an author, even if it is not fully
accounted for in his own theoretical reflections.

3. The Humiliation of the Word,(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Berdmans Co.,
1985), p. 32

4. Tbid., p. 159.

5. The Political Life of Children (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1986); The
Moral Life of Children (Boston: Houghton Miffiin Co., 1986), The
Spiritual Life of Children (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1990).

6. Over the last several years I have developed a course on Religoin, Ethics
and Society in which we view and discusses a wide variety of contem-
porary films, such as Crimes and Misdemenaors, Wall Street, Casualties
of War and Do the Right Thing Thave found that the interaction between
word and image in such an approach leads to greater student involve-
ment and insight than simply lecturing.
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- Communication Theory In Ellul's Sociology

by Clifford G. Christians
University of lllinois-Urbana

Since 1948 communication has played a prominent role in Eitul’s
sociology. Already in his thesis statement, The Presence of the
Kingdom, Ellul isolated the problem of communication as central to
understanding the contemporary age. As Joyce Hanks observes,
Propaganda (1962) was the first of Ellul’s books to give la technigue
an indepth study.! Prayer and Modern Man (1970) was cast against
today’s crisis in language.

Ellul’s long-term interest in communications makes The Humil-
iation of the Word an important laboratory for understanding his
social philosophy. This volume is the site of my analysis here, and I
work the territory with a sympathetic mind. Propaganda has been a

formative book for me since I first read it in 1970. In contrast to

superficial treatments innocent of the infrastructure--transmission
views of communication in the behaviorist mode--Ellul situates the
media in their socio-political context. He understands them as a
technological and cultural form, and develops a normative frame-
work light years beyond our commonplaces. He has almost
singlchandedly moved the axis of propaganda studies away from
overt intention among individuals to covert integration sociologi-
cally.

And I consider Humiliation of the Word an instructive book as
well. Its major theme is unassailable--the need in our time to liberate
language as an agent of human freedom. He privileges the medium
throughout. He understands the significant fact that media technol-
ogy itself is a central interpretive framework. McLuhan’s aphorism
— the medium is the message - in other words, he recognizes as a
powerful notion. Ellul realizes that the technological form must be
isolated on its own terms and not overlooked in our preoccupation
with content. Elful gives that notion his own inflection, recognizing
a sea change occurs when media shift from books to television. And
in his usually indominitable manner, his wide appeal to symbolic
representation is stunning in scope.

I am argumentative in this article, but before outlining my
dispute over Humiliation of the Word let me reiterate my profound
appreciation for Ellul’s scholarship. Without a philosophy of tech-
nology, the religious community stands emptyhanded regarding the
mass media. Without a theory of technology, media instruments
accommodate the status quo. Devoid of an explicit orientation
regarding technology, the church co-opts media for the Great Com-
mission and leaves the remainder--the so-called secular—-unat-
tended. A Christian perspective on technology is the north star by
which we can set our intellectual compass. Ellul contributesa mighty
voice to our technological discourse, an arena where Christians find
it difficult to shape the agenda.

Within that favorable pre-disposition, let me deconstruct Humil-
iation of the Word in the light of communication theory and investi-
gate its possible contribution to mass media studies.

Similar to Neil Postman’s Amusing Ourselves to Death, Ellul’s
book is set within an influential line of communication scholarship
originating with the Canadian, Harold Innis.Z This theory presumes
that the history of communications is central to the history of civili-
zation, that social change results from media transformations, that
changes in communicative forms alter the structure of conscious-
ness. Innis studied the introduction of papyrus, the printing press,
radio, and the telegraph—-and documented a bias (tendency, propen-
sity, impulse) regarding space and time. Oral communication sys-

tems, he argued, are biased toward time, rendering time continuous
while making space discontinuous. Print systems, by contrast, are
biased toward space, making geography continuous and breaking
time into distinct units. As a minor premise, Innis argued for a
monopoly of knowledge, that is,one form of communication tending
to monopolize and rendering other forms residual rather than all
communications media simply existing innocently alongside one
another.

Innis’ work on communication technology has been elaborated
further by Marshall McLuhan, Elizabeth Eisenstein, Walter Ong,
and James Carey. Thus from the introduction of cuneiform writing
to today’s fiber optics, media technologies have attracted consider-
able attention--scholars in the Innis tradition examining all signifi-
cant shifts in technological form, identifying through them -
subsequent alterations in culture and in perception. Within this
paradigm of bias in communication systems, the intellectual
challenge is to identify the distinguishing properties of particular
media technologies such as books, cinema, church sculpture, and
satellites. As the physicist steps inside the world of atoms, matter
and motion to understand them from the inside, the communica-
tions scholar, regarding television or magazines or audio cassettes
must work deeply into their symbolic properties in order to know
them fundamentally and distinctly as their own.

From the viewpoint of this important approach to communica-
tion scholarship, Ellul is raising the appropriate questions. His
concern with hearing and seeing, with cinema and photography as
compared to print, his fascination with the image—indicates a strong
analysis located generatively.

Careful readers of Humiliation of the Word will note that Mar-
shall McLuhan is Ellul’s entree to this theoretical framework. He
cites McLuhan approvingly on occasion and quarrels only with
particular arguments. It ought not be read as merely an application
of McLuhan, but as embodying the larger framework of which
McLuhan is a representative. And my allusion to McLuhan enables
me to initiate my argument.

McLuhan was Innis’ successor at the University of Toronto.
Whereas McLuhan continued the emphasis on the medium, Innis
was broadly sociological and historical, and McLuhan intensely
psychological in orientation. McLuhan’s notions about visual clo-
sure, the sensorium, hot and cool, simultaneity, massage, and so
forth, were formulated in narrowly psychological terms. His argu-
ment that television as a cool medium is a revolutionary force for
global bonding, presumes a host of psychological claims about per-
ception, mental processing of images, tactility, and the nervous
system.

It is the uniform judgment of media scholars—-pro and con—-that
McLuhan’s provocative vocabulary and stunning insights about
media systems finally turned disastrous. It begged too many ques-
tions about our physiological, mental, and psychological apparatus,
and claimed more as a lay observer than even the most sophisticated
students of the psychological arena could deliver.

Or, inslightly less perfunctory terms, Harold Innis’ comprehens-
ive sociological and historical framework has proved far more pen-
etrating and enduring. By connecting media forms to social
organization, power, empire, and bureaucracy, Innis dominated the
field persuasively while McLuhan was entertained by Madison Av-



enue but already has been relegated to the dustbin of academic
history.

The history of communication scholarship convinces me that
Ellul is making a fatal mistake by orienting his argument around

psychological motifs. Ellul’s trademark has always been the social

and historical contours, but in this book his references are decidedly
McLuhanesque. Chapters 1, 3, 6 make the same overwrought
conclusions about perception, consciousness, vision, and hearing
that in the literature among communication scholars has yielded few
definitive conclusions. With billions at stake in advertising revenue,
for example, researchers have attempted to document attitude
change and media impact on our psyches with little success. It is
profoundly unsatisfying, in my opinion, for Eliul to assemble such a
massive range of symbolic material and then locate it on the same
frail reed as McLuhan’s. '

Again, the overall thesis is sound--about the critical importance
of today’s rush toward visual symbols. But the mountain of image
data Ellul investigates must be reconstructed in terms of Innis. In
The Humiliation of the Word Ellul works his sociological-theological
counterpoint. His problematic in chapters 1-6 operates dialectically
with his religious concerns of chapter 7--particularly in terms of the
Gospel of John. Again, I am not disputing his counterpoint here,
but contending that an Innis-like frame would irrigate the problem-
atic and dramatically strengthen its application to religious life in the
twentieth century.

. Let me illustrate what I mean.' Using a correspondence notion
of truth, Ellul writes:

No longer are we surrounded by fields, woods, and rivers, but by

signs, signals, billboards, screens, labels and trademarks: thisisour

universe. And when the screen shows us a living reality—-such as

people’s faces or other countries—this is still a fiction: it is a

constructed and recombined reality.... It produces acute suffering

and panic; a person cannot be deprived of truth and situated in

fiction (p. 228).

And in McLuhanesque fashion, Ellul draws this speculative
conclusion:

The visual world leaves empty places (which usually bore the city

dweller when he goes to the country. On the contrary, the sight of

mountains or of the ocean is full and fills the eyes). But the-
universe manufactured by artificial images must keep itself filled

up (143).

This line of argumentation is grounded in the assumption that
an objective natural reality stands outside knowing subjects to give
them a sense of stability. Given this reality which exists indepen-
dently of our own human creations, the idea of principial truth is at
least conceivable. Now that electronic forms of communication
have multiplied dramatically and create an alternative environment
of images, we have lost our sense of truthfulness altogether. Appar-
ently word forms of communication in oral and print are less ambig-
uous than the visual, and could feed our understanding of truth by
enabling thought processes to function. Instead we are inundated
with impressions from visual symbols which dance in anarchy around
our mind.

Ellul repeats in this volume an argument he develops more fully
in Propaganda, a 1978 essay, and elsewhere. Whereas previous
social orders operated with a triad—-humans/tools/nature, in techno-
logical societies nature recedes and humans perceive themsetves as
living in a technical artifice. We have become aware that we do not
exist in nature but in culture.

Man does not any longer live in a natural environment but rather

in a milieu composed of the products of his technology.... He can

no longer take any significant action without technological inter-

mediation. Technology constitutes an_;engulﬁng universe for man,

who finds himself in it as in a cocoon.

10

The communications media represent the meaning-edge of the

technological system, the arena where technique’s soul is most
clearly exposed. The media exhibit the structural elements of all
technical artifacts, but their particular identity as a technology in-
heres in their function as bearers of symbols. Information technol-
ogies thus incarnate the properties of technology while serving as the
agent for interpreting the meaning of the very phenomenon it
embodies. Ellul calls our communication systems the "innennost‘1
and most elusive manifestation" of human technological activity.
All artifacts communicate meaning in an important sense, but media
instruments carry that role exclusively. Asthe media sketch out our
world for us, organize our conversations, determine our decisions,
and influence our self-identity, they do so with a technological
cadence, massaging in our soul a technological rhythm and predis-
position. In his scheme, the principle of efficiency which character-
izes the technological enterprise as a whole also dominates the
communications apparatus; the media do not transmit neutral stim-
uli, but they integrate us into the system. The mass media have
become so powerful, Ellul argues, that congruity with the system is
considered normal—-even desirable—and we ironically declare that
new ideas or alternative worldviews are ideologies or "just propa-
ganda.” :
1 have no fundamental quarrel with Ellul’s contention that we
live essentially in a technological artifice in which natural reality
recedes. 1am convinced also by the argument that mass media form
the outermost ring of the technological system and organize the
dialectic between humans and the technological order. But to char-
acterize the visual media in Humiliation of the Word as a fictitious
system of untrue images, cannot be sustained in terms of communi-
cation theory.

In Innis’ historical and sociological orientation, the anchoring
mode of communication is oral. Before the invention of the alpha-
bet in 1500 B.C,, civilization was exclusively oral, and until the rise
of the printing press in the 16th century, human society was predom-
inantly oral. Even today, nearly half of the world’s languages have
not been reduced to writing. Ellul puts image and word in contra-
diction; the word versus the visual is the focus of Ellul’s analysis. He
prefers oral words over print, but given his emphasis on words
themselves, he blurs the critical distinction between the verbal and
written. Innis would complain that in spite of Ellul’s predisposition
toward speech, he fails to recognize how irretrievably and congeni-
tally communication is embedded in sound. Neil Postman, who
worries with Ellul about today’s overweening visualization, at least
recognizes that the antidote is print. Print media are the best
transmitters of linear logic and systematic discourse. While most
communication scholars do not agree with Postman’s anti-television
bias, he understands accurately the disjunctions among orality, print,
and electronic systems.

Oral life is our common property, language spoken and heard
God’s gift exclusively to the human species. All normal humans
naturally learn to speak and hear; none needs the educational skills
for print or the economic means to buy electronic equipment.
Printed words and electronic images are both derived from speech.
The multi-dimensional acoustical world of sound is ear-oriented,
and not sight driven (as with print and electronics). In a long
footnote on McLuhan (pp. 26-27), Ellul notes the distinction be-
tween a communication of hearing and one of sight, but then
dismisses McLuhan as erroneous. Ellul misconstrues the issues here
and draws the outrageous conclusion that McLuhan’s only illustra-
tion of acoustical communication is music. Precisely at this point,
Innis’ historical framework keeps our priorities on oral communica-
tion and prevents dead-ended speculation whether visual systems
are fictive, and speech and writing realistic.



In an oral sociéty, the referent is another human. The framing
device in communication is not natural reality, but humanity. Oral
communication creates presence, it binds humans intosocial groups.
And oral communication in principle works in the binding mode,
whether in exclusively oral, predominantly oral, or residually oral
(e-g. our mass-mediated civilization today) social systems. Printed
text and electronic images are both secondary forms, actually more
similar to each other than either is to orality.

Ellul’s insistence that images are iliusory leads him to his well-
known rejection of technicism in chapter 7. He warns the church
not to sacralize images, but to destroy those visual icons that steer
us toward commercialism and efficiency. And such prophetic warn-
ings are pertinent and totally necessary. But chapter 7 finally
amounts to little more than urging the religious community to see
in the biblical sense of concentrating on the divine invisible, knowing
that in the apocalyptic moment such seeing will at last be realized.

A more adequate final chapter would urge the church to con-
centrate on visual literacy. Granted the church faces a Himalayan
task of maintaining its theological vitality while at this historical
moment electronic systems gain superior power over print. But the
buffer for this transformation is training in visual literacy. Presum-
ably Ellul’s point is that a culture overweeningly dependent on
electronic imagery needs a critical consciousness; those who are
visually literate actually have that capacity, at least in principle.
Possessors of the eternal message may only create the dissonance of
a foreign language, if they insist on abundant words for addressing
visual culture. Speaking prophetically to a.visual age requires a
visual cadence. If we are willing to make the same educational
commitment to school one another in visual systems as we have in
print, the world of images will no longer seem like alien territory.

‘While increasingly the complexities of our age are cast in picture
form, that does not mean we cannot comprehend them critically.
The visual mind seizes not the minute parts but the story as an
organic whole. Visual grammar centers on "a syntax of spatial
relationships” with the "goal of achieving a Gestalt, an effectively
unified message.™ The visually literate catch a stream or grasp
several images simultaneously. Traffic lights are not mistaken for
Christmas decorations and audiences know that cowboys in white
hats will save the day. Last year, 1.1 billion books were checked out
of American libraries, but 1.2 billion videos were rented. As Ellul
would insist correctly, these statistics are not neutral facts, but telling
social indicators. Generations are emerging at present which might
not be print literate. However, not all are bamboozled, even though
our educational system in general and our literacy training in partic-
ular have not been reoriented as yet. People whose primary means
of coherence are visual deserve an adequate framework for devel-
oping their visual competence, not dismissed as incapable of reflec-
tive thought.

Imagine one million dollars in my hand -- a stack of 100 dollar
bills four inches high. That is a visual statement. A friend of mine
describes his adolescent days as a photograph out of focus. that’s
visual imagery. Human cognition can be viewed as a cycle of dawn
and dusk -- creation and reflection. Or from the poet: "The human
heart is a small town where people live." Visual thinking. And
Ecclesiastes 12: "Before the silver cord snaps, and the golden bowl
is broken at the cistern." The technological artifice which is our
modern home creates complexities of an extraordinary sort. The
tide is turning relentlessly toward electronic communication, now
only dimly understood. It is not clear at this stage what relationships
exist between the linguistic, cognitive, and cultural dimensions of a
visual text, but film, television, and photography. But why not busy
ourselves with the awesom task of understanding their particular
grammars, their properties, elements, and systemic features?

The history of communication scholarship convinces me that
Ellul draws an erroneous conclusion about fiction and reality, and
fails to grasp the nature of oral versus mediated language. His
urgent tone and penetrating style at least indicate the seriousness of
our current shift to visual technology. But rather than issue tedious -
ultimatums on the image’s role in our modern malaise, I believe our
task centers on enabling visual media to become aesthetically supe-
rior. Television and cinema, for example, should be assisted in
becoming distinctive popular art. Critical consciousness is our edu-
cational mission, regardiess of the symbolic forms that dominate a
historical period. ,

Communication theory suggests that we can develop a sense of
truthfulness through visual literacy within an environment of images.
Structural evil remains much too entrenched for breezy sleights of
hand. But convictions born of the Spirit, a ventilated conscience, a
morally honed life can flourish within a visual habitat as well as it did
on occasion in pre-visual societies. While the overall mass-mediated
system seems nearly impregnable, that does not preclude the visually
literate from living with honor and authenticity. Humiliation of the
Word allows that possibility only by default.

Notes

1. Jacques Ellul, Humiliation of the Word, Trans. Joyce M. Hanks (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985), p. ix.

2. Cf. Harold Innis’ two major works on communicatons technolgoy, Empire
and Communications (London: Oxford University Press, 1950), and
The Bias of Communication (Tononto: University of Toronto Press,
1951).

3. Jacques Ellul, "Symbolic Function, Technology and Society,” Jounral of
Social and Biological Structures, October 1978, p. 216. :

4. Jacques Ellul, Propaganda (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1969), p. xvii.

5. Linda Schamber, "Core Course in Visual Literacy for Ideas, Not Tech-
niqus," Journalism Educator, Spring 1991, p. 18; she cites the basic text
for educators, such as Donis A. Dondis, A Primer of Visual Literacy and
Deborah Curtiss, Introduction to Visual Literacy. See Michael Griffin
in the same issue of Journalism Educator, "Defining Visual Communi-
cation for a Multimedia World," for a review of the theroetical work
since Walter Benjamin and William Ivins in the 1930s (pp., 9-15).
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Rook Rebieins

Dancing in the Dark: Youth, Popular Culture and the
Electronic Media by Quentin J. Schultze, Roy M.
Anker, et al. Grand Raplds, Ml: William B. Eerdmans,
1991. Paperback, 347 pages.

This book is based on the premise that "most adults have not
really considered how they themselves have conspired among them-
selves, with the electronic media, and with various social institutions
to make life increasingly difficult for youth” (p. 2). The authors
attempt to investigate how young people, the electronic media and
popular culture interact in contemporary North American society.

"Our thesis is that youth and the electronic media today are
dependent on each other. The media need the youth market, as it
is called, for their own economic survival. Youth, in turn, need the
media for guidance and nurture in a society where other social
institutions, such as the family and the school, do not shape the youth
culture as powerfully as they once did" (pp. 11-12). The book takes

- a long and detailed look at the history of North American youth
culture, how communication technologies have affected the cultural
and social environment, the rise of youth culture in the 1950s and
1960s, portraits of rock music, rock videos, music television (MTV),
and teenage films. Finally, the authors discuss the role of leisure in
contemporary culture and offer guidelines to evaluate the quality
and appropriateness of popular art for youth and adults.

The book is an entertaining but sometimes repetitive account of
the difficult interaction between youth and aduits. Here lies the first
problem. Although the authors are at pains to identify youth,
reading the evidence for their arguments in the chapters themseives
produces the eerie feeling that there is no real distinction. An adult
seems to be a youth who has been initiated into the mysteries of sex
and work. The transition period, which used to be called adoles-
cence, has been engulfed by the electronic consumer industry for its
own profit. The authors comment that "many young people are
anchored in a specialised media world, ayouth subculture, that gives
their lives meaning but at the same time distances them from their
own family life” (p. 47). While this is especially true for youth, it is
no less true for adults. Wherein lies the real distinction?

The main argument of the book, as already noted, is that youth
and the entertainment media exist in symbiosis. "North American
youth and the entertainment media together form a quasi-educa-
tional culture — a culture that is about youth and for youth and for
profit. The entertainment industry makes money from the symbio-
sis, while youth acquire the maps that help them steer their way
through the troubled and confusing waters of teenage life" (p. 78).
This seems to be a positive statement. If the entertainment industry
is really heiping youth to steer through troubled waters, all well and
good. In fact it is not, and the authors seem to be caught in the
ambivalence of wanting to be on the side of youth, liking what youth
likes and yet being critical of it at the same time. Of course, that’s
the trap for adults who are really youth in disguise.

The moralistic overtones of the authors’ Calvinist background
come through in several places. Their Christian perspective is one
reason for their concern, which is made clear in the Preface. How-
ever, this bias leads them to make claims for traditional sources of
moral authority which they fail to justify. "So much entertainment
geared directly and persuasively toward youth has effectively rede-
fined the roles of traditional institutions in the nurture of youth.
Amid the powerful presence of popular entertainment, the influence
of family, school and church in the instruction of successive genera-
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tions has declined dramatically” (p. 109). But this is too simple,
despite the wealth of evidence brought tobear. People live their lives
on many levels, in different ways. The entertainment industry is only
one aspect of contemporary culture.

The chapters on rock music, rock videos, MTV and teenage
films provide a lot of interesting information. The authors
demonstrate that these are not "adequate bases for true community,
meaningful identities, strong intimacies and high moral purpose” (p.
210). But in amply proving their point, they do not show how family,
school and church should behave to counter-balance the impact of
youth culture. The last two chapters discuss the leisure revolution
and the problem of evaluating popular art morally and religiously.
In some ways, these seem to stand apart from the preceding chap-
ters. Their themes are related to youth, but apply equally to adult-
hood. What this reviewer misses is a chapter drawing together the
various threads of the arguments and proposing a counter-revolu-
tion. If families and communities, together with education and
religion, are to be the source of real identity in a pluralistic and
divided society, then they need clear guidelines. These are not
apparent in this book.

Dancing in the Dark is rich in detail, but at times rather dense.
A book written by six authors is like a soup made by six chefs. A
good editor might have turned a potage into a consommé. Never-
theless, it is still rewarding and gives cause for profound reflection.

Philip Lee
Editor, Media Development
World Association for Christian Communication, London.

Mythmakers: Gospel, Culture, and the Media by Wil-
liam F. Fore. New York: Friendship Press, 1990.
Paperback. 150 pages, index.

William Fore, currently teaching at Yale Divinity School, has
written many pages in his distinguished career as church statesman
and media scholar. This book reads like a summation of his years of
thinking, teaching, and travel - a tour of his reflections on how and
why the Christian gospel makes sense on TV and in film, and when
it doesn’t.

Aworthy summation it is. From his culturalist perspective, Fore
calls on the right set of theorists for the issues raised his focus on
religion and media. From McLuhan and Innis he adopts the idea of
a "sea change" sweeping across North America in 1844, the year of
the telegraph. From Gerbner’s cultural indicators project and
Donnerstein’s lab studies, Fore writes intelligently and modestly
about media effects. From Eisenstein and Ong he culls broader
notions of perception and cultural change. Fore weaves semiotics,
political economy, and popular culture approaches into his analysis
of media. He raises questions about media monopoly, the wisdom
of televangelism, and omnipresent commercial messages. He calls
on churches to educate members to "read television" and resist its
secularity. He urges media mummies to come alive by producing
their own video stories. In all, Fore advocates an activist stance
toward media probiems, energized by an optimism that electronic
media offer a potential for human beneficience yet to be tapped.

Fore’s theological moorings are all within "mainstream” protes-
tantism, and here a longer review might probe some weaker spokes
in the wheel. I suggest only two areas that strike me as worth a late



afternoon talk in New Haven, or wherever in the world one can catch
up with Mr. Fore. '

First, the thorny quagmire of the public’s role in correcting
excessive sex and violence on TV, cable, and videocassettes. For
problems so entrenched and so conspicuous, Fore’s solutions are
exceedingly calm. He urges stronger industry self-regulation (in-
cluding descriptive flags on R-rated material), stockholder action,
and (did we hear him right?) boycotts. On that last point, we must
point out, Fore shares turf with Christian conservatives who claim
that economic sparring is the only game corporate excutives know
to play. Fore’s suggestion here seems disingenuous, as he provides
only negative examples of boycott action and actually compares the
tactic to inquisitions and Holy Wars. "Thou shalt not,” reads Fore’s
commandment, "abuse [thy] privilege by attempting to dictate what
is said on the air," a comment surely aimed at all successful media
boycotters from the Legion of Decency to the American Family
Association.

On media violence, Fore seems content to rest his case on the
reasonableness of corporate leaders’ good will. He is much less
sanguine, however, on questions related to media imperialism and
cigarette advertising. Here he seeks government intervention and
the gentle muscle of the organization over which he presided until
recently, the World Association of Christian Communications. Is
this strategy adequate to dislodge the mentality which produces
more sexually and violently explicit programming each season?
There is reason to wonder.

Second, for talk time in New Haven: theological foundations of
culture, symbol, and knowledge. Tillich is rightly cited first, and
Newbigin enriches Fore’s argument. But on such matters as the
nature of meaning, the role of story, public policy and faith, and the
crux of the Christian gospel, there exists a range and breadth of
theological thinking conspicuous by its absence. Is the point of the
gospel to "free people” (from what?) to find happiness in work, play,
and family? Is it indeed impossible to uncover a "real gospel story,"
given cultural bounds? Are there "no meanings except as people
give meanings"? On these questions, the likes of Bonhoeffer, Neu-
haus, McGrath, and more of Newbigin would help round and
deepen the argument.

I believe Eltul’s critique of la technique would play a formative
role here in clarifying relations between public and corporation,
qualifying Fore’s confidence in reasonableness while problematizing
Fore’s conservative counterparts. But such must wait for longer
reviews than this, and longer books than Mythmakers. Read this one
as a thoughtful, intelligent summary of television research, its insti-
tutional handicaps, and its role in religious pedagogy.

Mark Fackler ‘

‘Wheaton College Graduate School

Religious Television: Controversies and Conclusions
by Robert Abelman and Stewart M. Hoover, eds. Nor-
wood, NJ: Ablex Publishing Corp. Cloth, 1990, 366
pages.

Religious television has been a topic of discussion and debate for
several decades. Much of this has been based on subjective likes or
distikes, though some analysis has been rooted in more general
observations about religion and communication. This book repre-
sents the latter type. It is an attempt to present factual findings and
a wide range of scholarly reflections on the issue of religious televi-
sion. Twenty-five competent specialists in the field of mass commu-
nications research and practice contributed in order to cover the
field. Two of these are the editors of the book. Of these 25 contrib-
utors, one is from Australia and one from Great Britain; the others

are based in the United States. The book is divided into nine major
sections. In order to provide continuity, each section starts with a
brief editorial sum-up of the key aspects of the particular issue being
considered.

The person reviewing this book has observed and studied reli-
gious television in the USA during two visits to the country in
1955-56 and 1978-79. This book has helped me get an updated and
solid base upon which I could reassess my understanding of the
nature and the role of religious television in the USA at the present
moment. The book is a fresh blend of factual information and
thought-provoking analysis.

The contributors are on the whole very critical towards what has
been named the electronic church. But many are hostile toward it
now, as a result of the sex and finance scandals among sofne
televangelists. In my opinion, this book provides premises for a
critical attitude towards the electronic church that is totally indepen-
dent of the negative reaction that highly visible scandals naturally
create. Ishall mention some of these premises.

e The electronic church creates a superficial enemy
image. Those who disagree with its leaders are labeled
enemies.

e Reductionism. Not a full biblical message because it
constantly concentrates on a health and wealth perspec-
tive where the audience is told to be a winner, getting
its just due, luxury, health and prestige.

e An authoritarian approach to the audience. There is
no place for dialogue. Talking and listening to each
other are impossible. In fact, these programs often are
designed to force and manipulate their audiences.

e Giving a false picture of the American family situation.

e Unclear with regard to religion and politics.

e No serious reflection on conviction and tolerance in a
multicultural society. :

e Using the media to collect money in a very aggressive

way.

Looking at the list above, I too react strongly against the elec-
tronic church theologically as well as from a communication point of
view. It certainlyis not a full gospel that is proclaimed. Many Biblical
aspects are not taken seriously in these broadcasts. I feel, however,
that the electronic church need not take on this character. It con-
tinues a tradition that was started by Bishop Fulton Sheen and
Norman Vincent Peale. They were authoritarian in a soft and
friendly way, they also were very selective in their message. They
dominated and impressed the audience, and shocked some, by their
superficiality. But on the American scene 1 also have met fine
religious television programs which communicate well, for example,
Billy Graham’s preaching and the Lutheran program "This is the
Life."

The discussion about the electronic church and its weaknesses
should challenge mainstream_churches to reconsider their way of
using religious television. Rather than condemning it all wholesale,
it must be done with integrity. Of course, manipulation must be out
in religious television. A meeting of minds and dialogue must
replace it, and we must search for ways to accomplish that.

TIwant to close with the words of a Dutch media professional who
says: "Your beliefs, your religious world, can only be spread to a
larger audience when you understand their worid as well." The book
Religious Television: Controversies and Conclusions underlinesin a
strong and competent way the need for religious television in which
meeting other minds is taken seriously.

Gudm. Gjelsten

Volsdalen Kirke-Og Menighetssenter
Alesund, Norway

13



Dissertations

The Hope Of Intervention: A Rhetorical Analysis Of The
English Translations Of The Writings Of Jacques Ellul,
by James Wesley Baker, Ph.D. The Ohio State Univer-
sity, 1991. Professor William R. Brown, Advisor.

This study calls attention to the "humanities critique” of the
convergence of communication technologies by explicating the work
of Jacques Ellul, whose writings long have recognized the integrating
nature of technology. The purpose of the study is to clarify Ellul’s
goals in writing about la technique, which he defines as "efficient
methods applicable in all areas.”

The thesis is that Ellul is engaged in the rhetoric of social
intervention. His writings promote an intervention by his readers
into the technological system by challenging the ideological assump-
tions they make about technology.

In developing a framework by which Ellul may be understood,
the study presents Organicism as his way of organizing knowledge,
General Systems Theory as the theoretical base he uses to concep-
tualize the way la technique operates, and the Social Intervention
Model (SIM) as a way of studying the pragmatic approach he takes
in his books and articles. The SIM hightights Ellul’s overall goal of
intervening into our understanding of the place of la technique in our
era. As part of this intervention, he is promoting a change in our
attention from technologies-as-means to la technigue-as-system, an
awareness of our need for symbolization in order to control the
growth of the system, and an ethics of non-power which is willing to
say "no" to the inevitability of technological growth.

Contrary to most assessments of Ellul as a pessimist, the study
presents Ellul's insistence on hope. This hope results from the
possibility of an "exterior intervention" through a religious perspec-
tive, since God is the only one who is completely outside the system.

The study concludes that Ellul’s purpose in writing can be
understood when one sees the dialectic between his sociological and
religious works. His rejection as too pessimistic by communication
scholars comes as a result of reading only one part of his analysis.
Although his refusal to engage in an artificial synthesis between the
two poles of his thought prevents him from providing easy solutions
to the problems we face, Ellul makes us aware of the constant
tension in which we live today.

The Technological City: 1984 In Singapore, By Law-
son.Llat-Ho Lau, University of lllinois-Urbana, 1991.
Professor Clifford G. Christians, Advisor.

Eliul organizes his analysis of modern society around a macro
concept: la technique. This dissertation presupposes that Ellul’s
brainchild is seminal in nature although viewpoints of his work --
both sociological and theological - fluctuate considerably. Barbed
differences in evaluation arise in part because of Ellul’s markediy
polarizing prophetic voice. An increasingly technological planet that
often sings the praises of technology, however, is in dire need of an
incisive commentator and interpreter. This macro-level dissertation
sets his work within the context of a specific country: the Republic
of Singapore. Ellul's concept of la technique has considerable ex-
planatory power. It is a principle that provides a frame with which
to synthesize a large number of political, economic, educational,
media, legal, religious events or policies. On the one hand it fur-
nishes a sophisticated theoretical structure. On the other hand it
grapples with experiences and phenomena, that is, with reality.
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From 1959-1990, the city-state of Singapore has been ruled by
one political party, the People’s Action Party, under prime minister
Lee Kuan Yew. Lee has always been anxious that Singapore make
rapid advances into the world of technology; he wants it to continue
its competitive edge, and, more recently, to amass ever-increasing
foreign reserves. Technological progress and hence economic pros-
perity have been achieved largely through particular ways in which
Singapore society has been molded by the PAP. Lee Kuan Yew has
over three decades established the PAP as the hegemonic political
structure in Singapore. He has assiduously organized and exploited
Singapore’s human resources so as to maximize the yield of both the
people and the technologies. Scholars of Singapore have acknowl-
edged it as a country where social engineering is practiced unabash-
edly as a political craft. Since 1959, the PAP has been committed to
that which is politically expedient; ideology and principles are sub-
servient to any course of action that is construed to be the most
efficient. As Ellul constantly notes, ideology is secondary when
technique is dominant.

Chapter One, "The People’s Action Party and La Technique: A
Marriage of Convenience,” organizes a diverse range of events and
policies in Singapore around Ellul’s contention that the hallmark of

~ technique is efficiency and that technique has a totalitarian disposi-

tion. It contends that Lee Kuan Yew could well be Eliul’s paradigm
of the politician-technician. Chapter Two, "Truth and Falsehood:
Propaganda in an Authoritarian State,” focuses on the pervasive
presence of political and sociological propaganda in the manifestly
elitist one-way flow of information in Singapore. Ellul argues that
propaganda must be total. The PAP Government regards uncom-
promising governmental control of the media as an efficient way of
not only propagating its policies but also of checking the spread of
"falsehoods.” Chapter Three, "Efficiency and Wealth Versus Values.
and Culture," deals with the dominance of technique over values and
culture. It explores two of Ellul’s interrelated concerns — first, that
*in our society everything has become political” and second, that the
structures of political parties have assumed bureaucratic forms.
Chapter Four, "1984: A Breakdown of Efficiency’s Telescreen”
refers to the 1984 general election in Singapore when an increase of
arelatively massive twelve percent of Singaporeans voted against the
PAP Government. Chapter Five, "The Individuai in Community
Versus Technique," examines alternatives to the dehumanizing ef-
fects of la technique. A political system that unrelentingly strives for
efficiency at all levels of existence and propagandizes its efficiency
ethic through a system of punitive punishments and rewards over
three decades cannot but mold many so insidiously in its totalitarian
image that they are either virtually unaware of being PAP commod-
ities or have acquiesced to it. With education to counteract propa-
ganda, Singaporeans could take steps to restore their hbumanity.
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not in the grasp of a technological determinism that closes our
options forever" (p. 152). Birch outlines the features of a science
and technology for a sustainable, global society in which (1) an
ecological model replaces a mechanistic model, (2) the value of
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